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Uncovered  in  a  Harvard  Library: 
Alcott's  Unpublished  First  Novel 


By  LAWRENCE  VAN  GELDER 

The  manuscript  of  Louisa  May  Al- 
cott's very  first  novel,  all  but  un- 
known to  scholars  and  written  when 
the  author  was  18,  has  been  found  in 
the  Houghton  Library  at  Harvard 
University,  where  it  was  apparently 
miscatalogued  a  generation  ago 

Discovered  by  "■•<•■  professors  re- 
searching Alcott's  letters  and  jour- 
nals, the  novel,  titled  "The  Inherit- 
ance," was  written  in  1349  arid  tells 
the  tumultuous  tale  of  Edith,  a  poor 
orphaned  Italian  girl  adopted  by  a 
wealthy  English  family. 

The  manuscript  was  apparently 
never  offered  for  publication  and 
was  never  mentioned  in  Alcott's 
journals,  said  Lane  Zachary  of  the 
Zachary  Shuster  Agency  in  Boston,  a 
literary  partnership,  which  will  be 
offering  the  work  simultaneously  to 
publishers  and  film  companies  for 
"bidding  jn  Monday.  Ms.  Zachary  cat- 
egorized "The  Inheritance"  as  a 
young-adult  novel. 

"There  is  no  record  of  it,"  said  Ms. 
Zachary,  who  in  1994  negotiated  the 
seven-figure  sale  of  "A  Long  Fatal 
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Love  Chase,"  an  Alcott  novel  reject- 
ed in  the  19th  century  as  too  sensa- 
tional to  be  published. 

In  some  ways  —  the  use  of  the 
name  Amy  and  the  close  sisterly 
relationship  between  Edith  and  Amy, 
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Unpublished  Alcott  Novel  Is  Discovered  at  Harvard 
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the  leading  characters  —  "The  In- 
heritance" prefigures  "Little  Wom- 
m,"  Alcott's  most  famous  novel, 
which  was  published  20  years  later. 

"Startled"  was  the  word  used  by 
Joel  Myerson,  Carolina  Research 
Professor  of  American  Literature  at 
the  University  of  South  Carolina,  to 
describe  his  reaction  when  he  and 
Daniel  Shealy,  associate  professor  of 
English  at  the  University  of  North 
Carolina  at  Charlotte,  came  across 
the  150-page  manuscript  of  "The  In- 
heritance." 

Professor  Shealy  said:  "We  looked 
at  each  other,  and  we  said,  have  you 
heard  of  this?  And  each  of  us  looked 
at  the  other  and  said  no,  and  I  think 
we  smiled  and  said  this  is  impor- 
tant." 

Assessing  the  significance  of  Al- 
cott's "Inheritance,"  Professor 
Myerson  said:  "First  of  all,  it  shows 
she  was  a  remarkably  accomplished 
writer  at  a  young  age.  Here  we  have 


her  working  at  something  that  was 
very  close  to  the  adult  fiction  of  her 
time.  In  other  words,  she  is  pattern- 
ing herself  on  the  popular  literature 
of  the  time. 

"And  it  contains  within  it  the  ele- 
ments of  not  only  her  Gothic  stories 
such  as  'A  Long  Fatal  Love  Chase' 
but  also  the  elements  of  her  more 
adult  fiction,  such  as  'Little  Wom- 
en.' " 

Professor  Shealy  noted  that  the 
only  previous  reference  to  "The  In- 
heritance" was  a  single  sentence  in 
Madeleine  B.  Stern's  authoritative 
biography  "Louisa  May  Alcott,"  a 
1950  work.  Ms.  Stern  said  yesterday 
that  her  book  had  just  been  reprinted 
in  paperback  by  Random  House. 

Alcott  died  childless  in  1888,  and 
rights  to  the  manuscript  are  the 
property  of  John  Pratt  of  Cam- 
bridge, Mass.,  and  his  two  brothers. 
"Branson  Alcott,  her  father,  was  my 
great-great-grandfather,"  Mr.  Pratt 
said  yesterday,  adding  that  the  two 
professors  would  also  share  in  the 
proceeds  from  "The  Inheritance." 


"I  feel  very  kindly  toward  the  pro- 
fessors," Mr.  Pratt  said. 

No  one  seemed  to  know  exactly 
how  the  manuscript  became  separat- 
ed from  the  main  body  of  Alcott's 
work.  Ms.  Stern,  who  said  she  must 
have  read  "The  Inheritance"  while 
researching  her  1950  biography,  said 
some  of  the  Alcott  papers  were  then 
at  Orchard  House,  the  Alcott  mu- 
seum in  Concord,  N.H.,  and  others 
were  already  in  the  library  at  Har- 
vard. 

Ms.  Zachary  said  she  understood 
that  sometime  in  the  1960's,  the  Al- 
cott heirs  deposited  additional  ma- 
terial in  the  Houghton  Library. 

In  any  event,  the  two  professors 
said  that  they  came  across  the  work 
in  the  late  1980's  or  in  1990,  but  that 
their  commitment  to  other  projects 
prevented  them  from  returning  to  it 
until  this  year. 

Professor  Myerson  said  he  and 
Professor  Shealy  had  yet  to  encoun- 
ter any  clues  to  the  circumstances 
under  which  Alcott  wrote  the  novel. 

"I  think  it  is  fair  to  say  we  have 


read  every  letter  written  by  Louisa" 
May  Alcott  and  every  entry  in  every' 
journal,  and  there  is  no  reference  to 
this  or  anything  like  this  there."     ' " 

But  he  said  he  and  Professor  Shea- 
ly, who  are  co-editors  of  other  Alcott 
material,  will  pursue  the  matt^t- 
when  they  return  to  Harvard  this.. 
summer.  Professor  Myerson  de-"" 
scribed  Branson  Alcott,  Louisa-' 
May's  father,  as  a  "pack  rat"  and-- 
said  his  papers  might  shed  sonjeT 
light.  "But  there  is  nothing  by  Louisa" 
to  help  us." 

Mr.  Pratt  said  that  like  the  profes^ 
sors,  he,  too,  had  been  surprised  by 
the  discovery  of  the  manuscript  61 
the  "The  Inheritance,"  which  fol- « 
lowed  relatively  close  on  the  furipf^ 
over  the  rediscovery  and  lucrative" 
resurrection  of  "A  Long  Fatal  Love 
Chase." 

"I   always  wondered  how   many 
others  might  be,"  he  said  with  some- 
amusement,  "but  I've  been  assured 
that  there  are  not  likely  to  be  any."-' 
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Scholars  plan  to  publish  Louisa  May  Alcott  manuscript 

BOSTON  (APi  -  An  unpublished   raanu-     H  HMSVH    but    only    recently    fin-      streak"  and  was  *romantic  with  a  capital  R."        Shuster"s  partner,  Lane  Zachary,  neg 
scrim  written  bv  Louisa  Mav  Alcott.  when  she       M        ^»".^H     ishi*H  rransrrihinp  it.  Spt.  in  an  English  castlp  thp  nnwl  fnll<iwo      that  mannsmnt't  41  Ft  million   ^,1,:.  i. 


streak"  and  was  *romaxitic  with  a  capital  R" 
English  castle,  the  novel  follows 
ils  of  Edith,  an  orphan  hired  as  a  gov- 
by  the  Hamilton  family.  Edith's  beau- 
ty draws  the  jealousy  of  a  Hamilton  aunt. 

Virtuous  Edith  knows  who  committed  the 

reveal  the  name.  Instead, 

she  resolves  to  accept  the  blame  and  leave 

Just  in  time,  a  castle  page  confesses  to  the 
theft  and,  in  the  final  twist,  produces  a  criti- 
cal page  from  the  will  of  a  Hamilton  ancestor 
revealing  Edith  is  actually  an  heir  to  the 
family's  fortune. 

To  sweeten  the  ending,  Edith's  virtue  wins 
her  the  heart  of  the  dashing  Lord  Percy. 

Shuster  would  not  reveal  details  of  offers 
he's  fielding,  but  pointed  to  another  recent 
Alcott  find,  The  Long  Fatal  Love  Chase." 


Myerson  and  Shealy  said 
the  new,  150-page  manuscript  while  sifting 
through  Alcott  holdings  at  Harvard's  Hough- 
ton Library. 

The  two  have  edited  Alcott's  journals  and 
letters,  and  collaborated  on  several  other  pro- 
jects involving  the  author.  Myerson  said  they 
were  searching  the  stacks,  "just  looking  for 
anything,*  when  they  found  the  book. 

After  securing  permission  from  Harvard 
and  the  three  heirs  to  the  Alcott  estate  to 
publish  the  manuscript,  they  approached 
Zachary  to  represent  them.  Any  profits  from 
"The  Inheritance"  would  be  shared  between 
the  heirs  and  the  researchers,  Shuster  said. 

Shuster  said  his  agency  plans  this  week  to 
approach  publishers  as  well. 


